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In the current debate about the development of language in children, the author
agrees with those psycholinguists who emphasize the role of "imitation followed by
analogical extension” That is to say, that if there are inborn discovery procedures for
the acquisition of language. they are distributional rather than transformational in
nature. On the basis of observaiions of menolingual and bilingual children, the author
feels that "the memorization of a fixed linguistic model associated with a constant
non-lnguistic behavior is at the root of the child's language acquisition It is, therefore,
open to question whether chiidren acquire language by forming rules of a
transformational type. The example of language learning ability in brain damaged or
retarded chidren would indicate that language is acquired primarily through imitation,
analogy, and substtution processes rather than by rule learning. It follows from this
argument that children interpret ambigious sentences by a process of tentative
substitutions to test co-occurrence and distribution restrictions rather than by
successively applyng two different grammatical rules. It is also felt that it is pointless
to construct grammars out of and for children's utterances(JD)
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For any analysis of language, Or 80 I belleve
with Uhlenbeck, "the insight of the existence of
iinguistic and non-linguistic categories proves to
be @ssentlal.)) Another, and not less essential
element, 1s the communlcative function of language.p)
In the investigation of language acquisition in
children a third, and equally important factor, comes
into play. This 1s the child's maturatlonal curve.
From psychology, we have some knowledge of the child's
cognitive growth., Our data on his lingulstic development
are still too limlted to reach any conclusive evlidence.
Besldes, any attempt to discover if all children
acquire language along the same lines of development
18 inevitably linked with the question of whether or
not all languages can be acqulred in.the same way.z)

If the first 1s true and the second 1s not, how
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would a bilingual child procede in acquirlng two
languages of a baslcally different type? Does the
structure of the language prevail over the way 1t 1s
acquired, or can one and the same child handle only
one mode of acquisition? If the latter is true,
then which of the two languages will be the dominant
one? Would the dominsnce be psychologlcally or
linguistically conditioned and can it vary from child
to child? How important are soclologlcal conslderations?
To posit a first question by asking if all children
‘gequire language in the same manner is an over=-
simplification., I am pretty much convinced ihat the
cenematic and the plermatic levels are acqulred
independently of each othery) and, without going into
finer divisions, these two levels at least ought to
be investigated separately.g) The slmple fact that
it 1s possible, and even comnon, to speak a forelgn
language with the wrong pronunclation, even though
lexicon and syntax are fully correct, shows that the
phonological level is definlitely dlstinct. This does
not by itself prove that the various levels also
originate separately in the language‘development of
the child. In child language the separatlon of levels
becomes apparent must cleafly at the time of the
transition from the babbling stage to lallatlon,

T™wo bilingual children even seemed to be aware of the
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separation of levels.gy It 1s not impossible that we
can trace a fairly uniform trend in the phonological
development while there might be much greater variation
in morphology, lexicon and syntax, The fact that
the final result of language acquisition is coﬁgruence
of exponency does not have to be equated with confusion
of levels, nelther in the beginning stage nor at final
mastery, -

The'rate of language acquisition depends to a
large extent on "functionality",7) l.e, the learner's
participation in a communication system, Language
dzvelopment 1s not "free from'the_control of detectable
stimuli",g) contrary to a recent claim by Noam Chomsky,

It 1s extremely difficult to understand the
linguistic formation of the child; witness the many
conflicting theorieé which have been formed on the

subject,

Concerning the psycho-physical make-up of the
human infant, except for a very few of the American
structuralists in the forties and early fifties,

nobody ever questioned that the humar. faculté de

langage 13 Specles-specific, Inborn human aptitudes,
of course, are not to be identified with Platonic
ldeas. Wittgenstein's discussion of an innate language

mechanism strikes me as not sufficlently clear.g)




The Chomskian innateness ﬁheory in its earliest
form,30) although 'fSPfLL.. _ favored by McNeilll)
 and his followers, 1s untenable because a forgetting
device runs counter to all other learning processes,
Currently, the main debate stays within the time
hallowed philosophical argunent of what is in the
"black box."lg) The latter is either the familiar

tabula rasa, a purposely receptive vessel where

il est in intellectu guod non fuerlt in sensujs)

or s more or less extensively pre-structured container
of ideas,

The majorlity of psycholingulsts nowadays posit
the presence of something like Fodor's "intrinsic"jy)
devices of "inference rules"ls) for phe "induction
of underlying Strucpure".16) Amoné this group no
agreement has been reached as 1o the extent of the
inborn system, potential or cell-specific as 1t may be.,
This problem ultimately tles in with the search for -
language unlversalsl7), exlstential as weli_as
typological, pertinent to form and to meaning.
Concerning cell-specificities, research on the
biochemistry of language learning 1s still in 1ts
beginning stage.;g) Personally, I feel more lnclined
towards potentialities than "content", because
neurologistsl9) tell me that it 1s precisely the

smallness and unformedness of the brain of the human




newborn as compared to hils animal counterpart that
enables us to acquire so much more knowledge and
power than animals.pp) AS Richard Chase puts 1it,
"plasticity increases the probability that the
particular form specifities assume will be compatible

with local communication requirements."gl)

Wwith regard to the ways by which the child
actually'procedes in his language acqulsition,
opinions "tend to spllit along the already famlliar
lines of cleavage.‘ In the main, sympathles with

generative lingulstlics incline one to prefer to
treat with language as produceé& by a device applyling
rules to create an utterance, In contrast,
psychological models traditlonally tend to emﬁhasize
the role of learned probabllistically sequenced
materlals, l.e,, materials stored in nearly lntact
form in memory."ps) Jenkins also calls this
appropriately a dichotomy of a "computation" versus

a "storage" approach.os

I count myself in the "storage" camp, 1 do not
believe in uaderlying structures of the type poslted
by generative grammar, useful as these conceptls
prove t0 be on a purely theoretical level of language
analysis, The analjsis of how children acquire their
native tongue is a much more complex and, I might

say, moreé important, one and ought to be dealt with




realistically and followed up by constant empirical
valildation, dJust to mentign one instance where
generative grammar and pedolingulstics diverge, -the
positive statement of the kernel or phrase structure
type; is by no_means the first sentpnceltype to
appear in child language. In fact, the éhild's first
sentence type is the deslderative. '

If we look for a chronologlcal ;equel of rule
formation in firs@ language acqulclition, I am afraid
we are seeking sométhing that 1s not there, Grammarlans
and linguists have dlscovered 1mportant logleal
relationships In the way human language is construed,
Transformatibnalism, in particular, has uncovered
some almost hidden and complex correspondences within
the English language. These rules exist, but the
child neither knows them nor applies them and does
not acquire hls language according to them, Generative-
tranasformational rules cover relationships; they have
no chronologlcal or psychological sequence., Putting
them in an order of acquisitlion stfikes me like looking
for the beginning of a circle which has already been
drawn; and, phen, to draw a circle it does not matter
where one starts, |

B11) hit John and-John was hit by Bill-are

evidently related, bﬁt what remains to be tested ls
if in speech programming and/qr during first language
acquigition the paséive is produced as a transformation
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of the active or as an analogy of another passive,
That something like an analoglcal extension ls most
likely what actually happens, ls supported by a

report of Mary Butler, a high school teacher in a
rural community in Tennessee and the wife of a student
of mine. Mrs. Butler observed some one hundred and
fifty students, between the ages of sixteen and
seventeen, in five classes of eleventh-grade English.
These students, all of whom were normal users of
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active and passive English sentences; had almost
Insurmountable difficulties in trying to undqrstand
the difference between actlve and passive voice,

"Phey would call intransitive complete verbs such

as 'We are eating' passive verbs," After three or

. Tour class perlods devoted to the subject‘of voice,
gsixty-five to séventy-five per cent of the students
were able to grasp the subject. I reallize, of course,
that unawareness of competence does not disprove
competence; but it may at least warrant an investigation
of the matter. In my opinion, the passive-active

relationship 1s one step removed or "deepened", The

child at the two-word stage who says both Bill hit

and John hlt for the same event does not furnish any

eplstemological clue from his overt verbal béhavior.
Before we can make any statement on what constitutes

hls competence, we must wgit for the psychologlsts




to provide us with sultable testing devices. For
the momernt, the most likely hypothesls seens to be
the imitatlon-analogy one,'or so_I‘believe.

The deyelopment of language in children, in my
opinion, essentially proceeds in two steps, imitatlon
followed by analogical extension. In its early
stages, a child's understanding of language ls as
gross and unquantized as his own production.24)
"These things are picked up first as wholes and then
'deepened’ 1ater.J25) |

A most striking example in support of the theory
of imitation was furnished by the one year oid son
of a colleague of minc at the Unilversity of Florence,
Italy. The child had one ldentical overt form,

pakka for Itallan gchiaffo "glap" and scarpa "shoe",

The homonymy was eschewed by the child's consistent

mimicry of an extremely stern face accompanyling the

pronunciation of kappa in the meaning of schiaffo,
the faclal gesture representing that of his fathc>'s
when administering a slap.25) '

Several parents have remarked to me about tpeir
children talking "televisionese'", Actors aud advertisers,
except for the famous clgarette that tastes good like
a cigarette should, do not generally follow rules
different from standard English. The process in child

language, in this connection, appears to be one of
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imitation and analoglcal extension. These TV-bound
children were‘either repeating entire sentences or
forming new ones on the model e?f those heard over the
alr, My son, at seven and a'half years, would say to

me: Hand me over that apple with the tone of a cowboy

telling his P&y I"ne4". to hand him over that gun. O

he would say There ain't no hurry with my homework

when obviously "homework" had not been in the model
sentence, He knew very well that the first part of
the sentence was not modeled after his parents! speech
and he usvally ‘produced these grammatical shockers
with & grin on hls face,

As far as I can make out from all the children I
have observed, the memorization of a fixed lingulstic
model assoclated with a constant non-lingulistic
beAﬁvior 1s at the roct of the child's language
acquisition, By model I do not mean an algebralc one,
but plainly a syntagmatic sequence, Children are
capable of "understanding the meaning of moét of the
words and the meaning of the sentence as a whole,
but not of understahding the grammatical function
of the elements."n7)

In contrast to the authors of thlis statement, I
would add that children 2% the "telegraphic" stage
‘also do not construct grammatical rules, Mliller and
Ervin go on to say that "It is clear that the grammar
of these gentences 1ls not ldentical with the adult
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model,"28) where as to me thc child's utterances are
merely imperfect imltatlions with occasional subqtitutions.
To my mind 1t 1is still open to question whether
children, even though they do not ."do so from the very
earliest age at which words are combined,"gg) inevitably,
"at @ later - but still very early stage - "must and

do eventually induce construction rules."sp) If
children acqulred 1énguage by forming rules of a.
transformational of’some other type, 1t could not be,
explained how it 1q possible for r: tardates to be
-capable of speaking. These ;hildrep who are unteachable
and only trainable are therefore uncapable_of rule
learning. orain damaged children cannot count but

- can memorize é long string of numerical sequences 1f
trained to do so. This’means to me that thelr memory

18 less damaged than their "intelligence", 1l.e.,

ability to understand. Positing language acquisition

as primarily based on 1m1tation, analogy and substitution
makes it possible to explaln the acquisition of language
by retarded . children without the need of resorting |

to setting up an- entjrely different 1earning system for

language than for all other aspects of human behavlor.
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What I would propose, beyond a return to the
structuralist notion of substipupion and classifiéation,
is the reinstatement of the pre-g\f.\*fuwdfuﬂ\“sf word
in its unlque fﬁpprtance as an indepenaent unit of-
grammar, By this I mean with Bolinéer: 'When we say
that the context der>rmines the sense we mean not that
it imposes a sense but that 1t selects one that is
'already thereﬂ"31) To underpin the theory, besides
reporting empirical observations on my son, I shall
report the data recorded by Carol Barach,z,) a student
o mine, about her three year old béy. Thp chlild
consistently distingulshed his use of nice versus
pretty and of love versus like, on a basis of animate
(dogs, puppiles, tigers, kangaroos, snakes, mama, daddy),
-versué inanimate (trécs,Ashoes, books,.toys exclusive
of stuffed animals which were animatc); Was this a
grammatical category, or is its appl;cation tq only
two ;tema too réstricted to warrant calling it such?
If it 1s, d1d the child "create" this category from
the majority of cases where nice and love w§re
assoclated with persons and animals as distinguished'
from pretty and like which were more frequently :
agssoclated not with living beings but with opjcctsé
Or,ig‘he simély reallziﬁg @ regular syntagmatic

co-océurence, substituting paradigmatically one
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animal or one person for another by virtue of a semantic
category he has formed of these groups? |

Until about school agé, my son was the type of
child who never wanted to show his lgnorance, Although
extremely anxious to find ‘out what he dld not know oy
to,understand more exactly what he knew in general,
the child avolded direct Questions. When uncertain
about a language ltem, my son would conslstently -
and with obvious ayéreness of his heuristics - request
me to perform some actlion, 1ike moving a chair, Fron
my behavior he would discern if he had expressed
himself correctly., If he had any doubts aboud being
fully correct, he would do one of two things = elther
use a different sentence with Phe same word he was
testing, or he woulé keep the éenteﬁce constant aAd
substitute the word'underiscrutiny. He was working
with co=-occurence and disﬁribﬁtion and h 1l s
discovery procedure Was &
gubstitution test ove f_ &
suprasentential range of '
language material,ie., his paradigmatic
system comprised full statements, or, at most, phrases.
Within these the child worked syntaématically.33)

In linguistic theory, thls amounts to stating
that an amblguous gentence like "He bought stock for

me"34) would hot'be disambiguated by successlively

T L
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applying two different grammaiical rules, The ¢hild
would, ‘instead, proceed by tentatively gubstituting
_other words or word groups for the troublesome "for",
Even though language cen be described transformatloﬁally
with great benefit, I have sincere doubts that 1t 1s
elther acquifed or programmed according to P and TG
rules. As a Tinal goal, 1t may very well be true that
"Reduction of syntax or semantics to distribution
in any serious sense is dead,"35) but as a beginning
stage iﬁ child language, distribution seems to be
in a key position. It is true that "The striking
fact about the use of language 1s the absence of
repetition: almost every sentence uttered is uttered
for the first tiém."36) But only if "repetition" |
stands for the identical rendering of a model sentence,
According to ny obsérvations, children do not create
new sentences; they modify those they have heard
before,

- If one wants to speak of an algorithh'gnd construct
a mathematical model for my son's heuristics, what
comes closest to 1t 1s the concepﬁ of correlativity,
where "within a certain lingulstlc registcr, a ﬁord
that normally has several meanings is narrowed down
and defined by its colloéation with or proximity to
another word, with which 1t may be sald to corrclate."37)

The importance of "correlativity" becomes apparent
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from my son's pehavior., The chi}d was ralsed bilingually
in Italian and English. In his earliest speech development
. there probably was an all-level dominance of Italian.
When he was six years old, his Italian had receded to
the passive rolé and a year later virtually all traces
| of calques hﬁd disappeared, llke the very early
My father makes the beard (Itallian: Mio padfe sl fa

la barba), "My father is gshaving" and the last calques

at seven years He takes company (Italian: Tiene

compagnia), "He keeps company"; and Make me company

(Italian: Fammi compagnia), "Keep me company"(imperativd
Interestingly, at elght years. less three ‘weeks,
there suddenly showed up an inierference in lexical

semantics. The Itallan verb sentire embraces both

the meaning of English "to smell" and "to hear",
To my great astonishment, my son asked me in Engllsh
40 let him hear a certaln odor. I recall very well

how many "“correlativity questions" the child had

weked me in Itallen during his fourth and fifth

year of life, with regard to the verb sentire, Having
worked so hard at 1t, this word, more than many
another, acquired by his peculiar learning strategy,
S must have left in him.gn overwhelming impression.

| The first two-word sentence: of my son's occurred
at sixteen months and the sequence of words was always

identical to the one occupled by these two words in
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the adult modci. A fixed word order has also been
observed by Bellugl,sg) Slobln,zg) and Carol Barach.40)
I would not, however, consider the importance of word

order in English, Russlan, and Italian speaking children

a8 a matter of syntax but, pure and simply, presyntactic,

" 1ike the one-word sentence. The subject is only

logical subject and does not always correspond 1o
what would be the nominative in adult language, and
1s not even necessarily a noun, As "words 1n the
Etdulg model are ’oft,en missing from the Ehild'a
imitation but the words preser#ed are in the order of
the original",y;1) the subject - or whatever was the
first element in the adult sentence - 1s no longer
necessarily expressed and the child's scntence,'

taken in its overt shape, cannot be considered identical
to the favorite clause of the language belng acquired,
To construct grammars for - l.e.,, out of - cﬁ;ldren's
utterances may prove a pointless undertaking, the

results of which might well be entirely contrived.

If there are inborn discovery procedures for the
acquisition of language, I would rather gee them on
o dlstributional than on a transformatlional basls,
To quote Householder, "the grammars in hils brain"
geem to-contaln "many examples ... linked by a complex

network of anglogical chains; and if they contaln
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rules (as they must in some way), most of them are
in the form of open analoglcal chains with general
instructions 10 éxtcnd."425

The importance of analogy in language in general
appears clearly from historical linguistics. Analogy
operates on semantics, syntax, morphology, and
phonology. Even neologlsms as well as a child's
gpontaneous creations can be classed with analogical
change. Most‘rcvegling in this respect 1s children's
disguised speech,43) tesnage slang, and the new
hipple language.
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